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Introduction {#sec001}
============

The vast majority of Americans support comprehensive sex education in public schools \[[@pone.0180250.ref001]--[@pone.0180250.ref004]\]. However, the type of sex education received in US public schools varies greatly. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention identifies sixteen HIV, STD or pregnancy prevention topics that should be included in school-based sex education \[[@pone.0180250.ref005]\]. States report a wide range in the percentage of topics covered from 21.0% to 89.5% \[[@pone.0180250.ref005]\].

In past surveys, more than ninety percent of Americans over age eighteen felt sex education was "very important" or "somewhat important" to include in public school curricula \[[@pone.0180250.ref004]\]. Ninety-three percent (93 percent) of adults supported teaching sex education in high school and 84 percent in middle school, with some differences in support by geographic region \[[@pone.0180250.ref006]\]. State-specific data available from Minnesota, California, North Carolina, South Carolina, Delaware, Florida, Kansas and Indiana demonstrates support for including information on birth control and condoms in sex education \[[@pone.0180250.ref001], [@pone.0180250.ref007]--[@pone.0180250.ref008]\]. Studies also show that most adults believe middle school is the most appropriate time to start sex education \[[@pone.0180250.ref001], [@pone.0180250.ref007]--[@pone.0180250.ref008]\].

Several surveys have specifically examined parents' views on sex education and these also show very high support for sex education in schools \[[@pone.0180250.ref009]--[@pone.0180250.ref013]\]. Very few parents believe sex education should not be taught in schools \[[@pone.0180250.ref010]\]. Parents, regardless of race/ethnicity, income or age, support comprehensive sex education \[[@pone.0180250.ref009]--[@pone.0180250.ref010]\]. However, parents report a large gap between what they want and what is actually being offered to their children in schools \[[@pone.0180250.ref013]\]. In a study in North Carolina, 91 percent of parents said they wanted sex education taught in schools but only 67 percent said it was being taught \[[@pone.0180250.ref013]\]. Generally speaking, younger age, African American race, attending religious services less frequently, higher education levels, lower household income, and being more politically liberal increase the odds of parents supporting comprehensive sex education \[[@pone.0180250.ref009], [@pone.0180250.ref013]\]. However, all parents are highly supportive of sex education in schools.

Among parents, there is strong support for including a variety of topics in sex education. In previous studies, about 70 percent of parents support the inclusion of birth control, HIV/AIDS, and preventing pregnancy \[[@pone.0180250.ref010], [@pone.0180250.ref012]--[@pone.0180250.ref013]\]. In a sample of immigrant parents, many topics such as transmission and prevention of HIV/AIDS, transmission and prevention of STIs and how to prevent sexual abuse were supported by more than 80 percent of parents and only abortion, anal sex, oral sex and masturbation had support from fewer than 80 percent of parents \[[@pone.0180250.ref002]\]. A study comparing the views of parents in zip codes with a high incidence of teen pregnancy to those living areas of lower incidence, found that parents in the high incidence areas were significantly more likely to say it was "very important" to include the topics of birth control and sexual orientation in sex education \[[@pone.0180250.ref012]\].

A review of the literature identified only two existing studies evaluating the association between political affiliation and sex education \[[@pone.0180250.ref011], [@pone.0180250.ref014]\], and only a few others looking at the role of political conservativeness or liberalism and views on sex education among parents \[[@pone.0180250.ref009]--[@pone.0180250.ref010], [@pone.0180250.ref015]\]. This study assesses the association between political affiliation and support for sex education using a large, diverse sample of parents from across the United States. We examined both general assessments of the perceived importance of sex education in schools and support for including particular topics in middle and high school, and examined differences between parents that identified as Republicans and Democrats.

Methods {#sec002}
=======

Ethics statement {#sec003}
----------------

This study analyzed secondary, de-identified data that was collected and provided by GfK. The paper describes the consent and assent procedure utilized by Gfk in for parent and child participants. For the present study, we only used data from parents. GfK indicates, \"The KnowledgePanel recruitment and empanelment process is designed to comply with CAN-SPAM Act and Council of American Survey Research Organizations guidelines. Further, our policies conform to participant treatment protocols outlined by the federal Office Management and Budget, following guidelines from the Belmont Report. Survey responses are confidential; personally identifying information is never revealed to clients or other external parties without explicit respondent approval and a client-signed nondisclosure agreement." When surveys are assigned to KnowledgePanel panel members, they are notified in their password-protected email account that a survey is available for completion. Surveys are self-administered and accessible any time of day for a designated period. Participants can complete a password-protected survey only once. Members may withdraw from the panel at any time, and continued provision of the web-enabled device (e.g., laptop or netbook) and Internet service is not contingent on completion of any particular survey.

Respondents {#sec004}
-----------

Parents were surveyed in July, 2014 by Gfk, Inc. Gfk has constructed a large and diverse panel of adults in the United States, who were recruited using a combination of random digit dial phone techniques and address-based sampling. More information on the construction of the overall Gfk panel is available at: <http://www.gfk.com/en-us>

Parents for this study were sampled from the broader Gfk panel using e-mail invitations and asked to consent for themselves and one of their children between the ages of 9 and 21, who was then asked to assent into the study. For White parents, a random selection of parents from the panel was invited. All Latino and African American parents in the Gfk panel were invited to participate in this study.

A total of 1,633 parents completed the surveys. Seven hundred and eleven (711) parents were White, 300 were African American and 652 were Latino. One thousand eighty-one (1,081) mothers and 582 fathers completed the survey. The survey was conducted online although, as noted previously, the panel was recruited using random digit dialing and address based sampling. Only parent data were analyzed for this study. If the participant indicated they were undecided or were Independent of a political party, they were removed from this analysis. Seventy one people were removed leaving a total N of 1,592.

Measures {#sec005}
--------

The parent questionnaire contained 91-items. The median survey completion time was 17 minutes. Parents were asked "How important do you think it is to have sex education in middle school?" and the same item for high school. Support was measured using the following answer choices: "very important,", "somewhat important," "not important," "should not be taught in middle/high school" and "should not be taught in school at all."

To assess support for the inclusion of topics, there were a series of dichotomous yes-no questions: "Should sex education in school include the following \[topic\]?" The topics included were puberty, healthy relationships, abstinence, birth control methods, sexually transmitted diseases, and sexual orientation. Parents were asked about whether they supported the inclusion of these topics in middle and high school.

For political affiliation, participants chose between seven discriminations, strong Republican/Democrat, not strong Republican/Democrat, leans Republican/Democrat, or Undecided/Independent/Other. Undecided/Independent/Other was removed completely as this study sought to examine the distinctions between Democrats and Republicans in support for sex education. We then examined the sample size in each of remaining six discriminations and found each had at least 297 individuals. We explored each of the possible ways of collapsing the political affiliation categories and found that the significance of the results did not differ, so we collapsed the three levels of Republican and Democrat into a dichotomous variable to facilitate interpretation of the data and its applicability.

Results {#sec006}
=======

See [Table 1](#pone.0180250.t001){ref-type="table"} for key demographics of the parent sample as a whole and by political affiliation. The sample had about 20 percent more Democrats in it than Republicans. Level of educational attainment and employment status was comparable across political affiliations. There was a roughly equal percentage of male and female Republicans, while 70 percent of Democrats were female. A higher percentage of Republicans reported being White and married compared to Democrats (see [Table 1](#pone.0180250.t001){ref-type="table"}). These demographic factors are associated with differences in views on sex education. Generally, White individuals, married individuals and men are less likely to support sex education compared to people of color, unmarried individuals, and women. Despite this, we still see high levels of support no matter the group.

10.1371/journal.pone.0180250.t001

###### Demographics of sample parents.

![](pone.0180250.t001){#pone.0180250.t001g}

  Demographics                          *All*                *Democrats*          *Republicans*
  ------------------------------------- -------------------- -------------------- --------------------
  ***Sex***                                                                       
  **Female**                            65.0% (n = 1,081)    70.0% (n = 694)      55.5% (n = 333)
  **Male**                              35.0% (n = 582       30.0% (n = 298)      44.5% (n = 267)
  ***Median household income range***   \$40,000--\$49,000   \$40,000--\$49,000   \$60,000--\$79,000
  ***Marital Status***                                                            
  **Married**                           70.1% (n = 1,166)    61.2% (n = 608)      84.5% (n = 507)
  **Single**                            29.9% (n = 497)      38.7% (n = 384)      16.2% (n = 97)
  ***Employment***                                                                
  **Employed**                          66.6% (n = 1,108)    68.7% (n = 633)      71.7% (n = 430)
  **Unemployed**                        33.3% (n = 555)      39.0% (n = 359)      28.3% (n = 170)
  ***Education***                                                                 
  **Some College**                      63.9% (n = 1,063)    64.0% (n = 635)      66.5% (n = 399)
  **No College**                        36.1% (n = 600)      36.0% (n = 357)      33.5% (n = 201)
  ***Race/Ethnicity***                                                            
  **Black, Non-Hispanic**               18.0% (n = 300)      26.3% (n = 261)      4.5% (n = 27)
  **Latino**                            39.2% (n = 652)      44.6% (n = 442)      28.6% (n = 172)
  **White, Non-Hispanic**               42.8% (n = 711)      29.1% (n = 289)      66.8% (n = 401)
  ***Political Affiliation***                                                     
  **Democrat**                          59.7% (n = 992)                           
  **Republican**                        37.7% (n = 600)                           
  **Independent**                       3.4% (n = 56)                             

Overall importance of sex education in schools {#sec007}
----------------------------------------------

In middle school, 74.9 percent of parents (n = 1,240) felt it was very important to have sex education, and an additional 18.6 percent (n = 308) felt it was somewhat important (See [Table 2](#pone.0180250.t002){ref-type="table"}). Only 2.7 percent (n = 44) felt sex education should not be taught at all, 2.6 percent (n = 43) felt it should not be taught in middle school and 1.3 percent (n = 21) felt it was not important to have sex education in middle school.

10.1371/journal.pone.0180250.t002

###### Importance of sex education overall.

![](pone.0180250.t002){#pone.0180250.t002g}

                                    Middle School   High School                                            
  --------------------------------- --------------- ------------- ------------ ------------- ------------- ------------
  **Very Important**                74.9%           64.0%         82.0%        86.0%         77.2%         92.0%
  **Somewhat Important**            18.6%           26.1%         14.1%        10.0%         16.7%         6.5%
  **Not Important**                 1.3%            1.4%          0.9%         1.4%          1.6%          0.9%
  **Should not be taught in**       2.6%            3.2%          2.2%         0.5%          1.1%          0.0%
  **Should not be taught at all**   2.7%            6.2%          0.5%         2.2%          4.6%          0.8%
  **Mean (SD)**                     1.4 (0.860)     1.6 (1.095)   1.3 (.640)   1.2 (0.703)   1.4 (0.947)   1.1 (.458)

Note: Median and mode for both middle and high school was 1 (e.g. "very important").

In high school, 86.0 percent (n = 1,423) of respondents felt it was very important to have sex education, 10.0 percent (n = 165) felt it was somewhat important, and 1.4 percent (n = 23) felt it was not important. The percentage of parents who felt sex education should not be taught at all remained about the same as for middle school (2.2 percent), but there were fewer parents (n = 8) who felt it shouldn't be taught in high school, as compared to middle school.

Differences in importance of sex education in schools by political affiliation {#sec008}
------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Eighty-two percent of parents who identified as Democrats felt it was very important to include sex education in middle school compared to 64.0 percent of parents who identified as a Republican. Ninety-two percent of parents who were Democrats felt it was very important to have sex education in high school compared to 77.2 percent of Republican parents. Although collectively Democrats placed a higher importance on sex education in both middle and high school than Republicans, a majority of Republican parents found it very important to include sex education in both middle and high school.

When controlling for race/ethnicity, income, employment, marital status, gender, and education, we found that identifying as a Republican slightly increased the odds of placing importance on sex education in middle school (B = 0.12, p \<.001) and high school (B = 0.09, p \<.001). However, because the odds are close to zero, there was essentially no difference by political affiliation. Regardless of political affiliation, sex education was of high importance to parents.

Overall support for inclusion of sex education topics {#sec009}
-----------------------------------------------------

Overall, parents were very supportive of including all six key sex education topics included in the survey in both middle and high school: puberty, healthy relationships, abstinence, birth control, sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) and sexual orientation (see [Table 3](#pone.0180250.t003){ref-type="table"}). There was more support for including all of the topics in high school compared to middle school, except for puberty which had slightly greater support for inclusion in middle school. For high school, all six sex education topics, except sexual orientation, had over 94.0 percent parental support. Eighty-five percent of parents supported including sexual orientation in high school sex education.

10.1371/journal.pone.0180250.t003

###### Support by political affiliation for sex education topics.

![](pone.0180250.t003){#pone.0180250.t003g}

                          Middle School       High School                                                               
  ----------------------- ------------------- ----------------- ----------------- ------------------- ----------------- -----------------
  Puberty                 97.7% (n = 1,612)   97.2% (n = 580)   98.6% (n = 971)   95.1% (n = 1,581)   94.1% (n = 562)   97.3% (n = 957)
  Healthy Relationships   92.3% (n = 1,519)   89.1% (n = 530)   94.7% (n = 931)   96.1% (n = 1,581)   92.8% (n = 553)   98.6% (n = 969)
  Abstinence              94.8% (n = 1,541)   94.7% (n = 558)   95.6% (n = 927)   96.4% (n = 1,573)   96.0% (n = 566)   97.3% (n = 948)
  Birth Control           86.3% (n = 1,418)   78.9% (n = 468)   91.5% (n = 899)   94.4% (n = 1,555)   89.3% (n = 532)   97.9% (n = 964)
  STDs                    96.2% (n = 1,589)   94.0% (n = 562)   98.2% (n = 968)   98.1% (n = 1,616)   96.8% (n = 577)   99.3% (n = 978)
  Sexual Orientation      78.0% (n = 1,281)   64.7% (n = 383)   87.0% (n = 855)   85.0% (n = 1,390)   74.9% (n = 444)   92.0% (n = 899)

Note: Median and mode for all topics for both middle and high school was 1 "very important."

Differences in views on inclusion of topics by political affiliation {#sec010}
--------------------------------------------------------------------

Similar percentages of Republicans and Democrats wanted healthy relationships, STDs, puberty and abstinence included in both middle and high school (see [Table 3](#pone.0180250.t003){ref-type="table"}). However, there were differences in support by political affiliation for two topics: sexual orientation and birth control. For sexual orientation, 92.0 percent of Democrats said it should be included in high school sex education programs compared to 74.9 percent of Republicans. For birth control, 97.9 percent of Democrats said it should be included in high school sex education compared to 89.3 percent of Republicans.

When controlling for race/ethnicity, income, employment, marital status, gender, and education, we found that identifying as a Democrat significantly increased the odds of parents supporting the inclusion of birth control, STIs, healthy relationships, and sexual orientation in both middle and high school (see [Table 4](#pone.0180250.t004){ref-type="table"}).

10.1371/journal.pone.0180250.t004

###### Odds ratios for sex education topics by political affiliation.

![](pone.0180250.t004){#pone.0180250.t004g}

  Topic                       OR                                         SE      95% CI        Significance
  --------------------------- ------------------------------------------ ------- ------------- --------------
  **Puberty**                                                                                  
  MS                          1.8                                        0.407   (0.8, 3.9)    p = 0.159
  HS                          2.0[\*](#t004fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   0.291   (1.1, 3.5)    p = 0.021
  **Healthy Relationships**                                                                    
  MS                          2.5[\*](#t004fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   0.226   (1.6, 3.9)    p\<0.001
  HS                          6.6[\*](#t004fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   0.351   (3.3, 13.2)   p\<0.001
  **Abstinence**                                                                               
  MS                          0.9                                        0.266   (0.6,1.6)     p = 0.800
  HS                          1.4                                        0.314   (0.8, 2.6)    p = 0.290
  **Birth Control**                                                                            
  MS                          2.5[\*](#t004fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   0.171   (1.8, 3.5)    p\<0.001
  HS                          6.0[\*](#t004fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   0.285   (3.4, 10.5)   p\<0.001
  **STDs**                                                                                     
  MS                          2.6[\*](#t004fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   0.325   (1.4, 2.6)    p = 0.003
  HS                          7.1[\*](#t004fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   0.509   (2.6, 19.1)   p\<0.001
  **Sexual Orientation**                                                                       
  MS                          3.5[\*](#t004fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   0.144   (2.6, 4.6)    p\<0.001
  HS                          3.9[\*](#t004fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   0.172   (2.8, 5.5)    p\<0.001

\* p \<.05

Note: Republicans are the reference group and we controlled for parent marital status, household income, parent employment status, parent education, parent sex, and parent race/ethnicity.

Parents of both political affiliations generally supported the inclusion of birth control in sex education. However, parents that identified as Democrats had greater odds of supporting the inclusion of birth control in both middle and high school. The odds of a Democrats supporting inclusion of birth control in sex education was greater for high school (OR = 6.0, 95% CI (3.4, 10.5)) than middle school (OR = 2.5, 95% CI (1.8, 3.5)).

STDs had the widest difference in odds ratios from middle to high school of all the sex education topics, but this was due to the presence of a large confidence interval. Democrats had greater odds of supporting the inclusion of STDs in both middle and high school. The odds of a Democrat supported the inclusion of birth control in sex education was greater for high school (OR = 7.056, 95% CI (2.6, 19.1)) than middle school (OR = 2.56, 95% CI (1.4, 2.6)).

Healthy relationships followed a familiar pattern with greater odds of having supported the topic's inclusion among Democrats for high school compared to middle school. Democrats had greater odds than Republicans of supporting the inclusion of healthy relationships in both middle and high school. The odds a Democrat supported the inclusion of healthy relationships in sex education was greater school (OR = 6.6, 95% CI (3.3, 13.2)) than middle school (OR = 2.5, 95% CI (1.6, 3.9)) to high.

Sexual orientation had a different pattern than the other topics. In general, for all topics the inclusion of topics was more highly supported in high school than in middle school among Democrats. For sexual orientation, the odds of support stayed the same between middle and high school. Parents that identify as Democrats had greater odds of supporting the inclusion of sexual orientation in both middle and high school compared to Republican parents. The odds a Democrat supported the inclusion of sexual orientation in sex education compared to Republic parents stayed was the same for middle (OR = 3.5, 95% CI (2.6, 4.6)) and high school (OR = 3.9, 95% CI (2.8, 5.5)).

Abstinence was the only topic where there was no significant difference in support by political affiliation in both middle and high school.

Puberty was the only topic on which there was no difference by political affiliation in middle school but there was a significant difference in high school. Parents that identified as Democrats were more likely than Republicans to want puberty included in high school sex education (OR = 1.955, 95% CI (1.1,3.5)). All other topics (besides abstinence) had significant differences in odds by political affiliation for both middle and high school.

Discussion {#sec011}
==========

Regardless of political affiliation, parents overwhelmingly report that sex education in both middle and high school is important and want sex education to include a variety of topics such as puberty, healthy relationships, abstinence, birth control, and STDs.

Few previous studies have examined the role of political affiliation in support for sex education. Both parents that identify as Democrats and parents that identify as Republicans believe sex education is important in both middle and high school. In fact, Republican parents place slightly higher overall importance on sex education in both middle and high school, controlling for other factors. One limitation of the importance item is that respondents may have interpreted sex education differently. However, the surveys items related to particular topics illustrate that the vast majority of parents want a variety of topics covered in sex education, including puberty, healthy relationships, abstinence, birth control methods, sexually transmitted diseases, and sexual orientation. When controlling for demographic differences, the odds of parents that identify as Democrats wanting an individual topic included in sex education are greater for all topics but abstinence, but a large majority of Republicans support inclusion of all of the topics. In general, there is greater support for including all of the topics in high school compared to middle school. Republicans and Democrats place almost equal value on the importance of sex education controlling for demographic factors.

This research adds to a growing body of evidence that sex education which includes a wide range of topics, often referred to as comprehensive sex education, is supported by the vast majority of parents, including both Democrats and Republicans. Policy makers, school administrators and teachers should be aware that parents believe providing middle and high school students with sex education is important and that they want numerous topics covered.
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